In order for organisations to survive in an ever-changing milieu in the current business environment, sufficient crisis communication and management practices need to be in place to ensure organisational survival. Despite the latter, organisational crises are often inefficiently managed which could be ascribed to the lack of managing crises strategically (Kash & Darling 1998:180). This article explores the lack of strategic crisis communication processes to ensure effective crisis communication with the media as stakeholder group. It is argued that the media is one of the main influences of public opinion (Pollard & Hotho 2006:725), thereby emphasising the need for accurate distribution of information. Furthermore, the study will focus specifically on the financial industry, as it is believed that this industry is more sensitive and thus more prone towards media reporting as financial services providers manage people's money (Squier 2009 
INTRODUCTION
probability that it will emerge; and secondly it prepares key stakeholders for a crisis in order to ensure the crisis will be controlled when it takes place.
The reactive crisis communications stage
Reactive crisis communication refers to the formulation of messages to key stakeholder groups, acquiring third-party support, communicating internally and managing rumours (Diers 2007:8) during a crisis.
According to Bloom (2008a) , the first hour after a crisis occurs is the golden hour in which an organisation has the best opportunity to address the issue prior to negative media reporting. The organisation has to respond immediately, accept responsibility, restore credibility, go the extra mile, be tolerant and display empathy when experiencing a crisis (Vermeulen 2003:12) , and display prompt reaction to avoid the development of rumours (Diers 2007:17; Bloom 2008a ).
The post-evaluative crisis communication stage
According to Dougherty (1992:69) , the interaction with the media after a crisis, also referred to as post-evaluative crisis communication, has to be evaluated. Some of the questions that have to be answered are: Which strategies worked and which strategies failed? How much coverage did the crisis receive? Was the reporting favourable towards the organisation? Were rumours or inaccurate information published? Post-evaluative crisis communication which highlights the importance of two-way symmetrical communication, inter alia refers to the importance of listening to stakeholders (Ulmer, Sellnow and Seegar, 2007:39) because effective communication is not a one-way process, and after a crisis, organisations should provide information to stakeholders and schedule time to listen to their concerns and to answer their questions. Benoit and Pang (2008:245) further argue that if an organisation is falsely accused of wrongdoing, the organisation must use communication to repair the misperception.
Sustainable stakeholder relationship building
The need for sustainable strategic relationship building as part of the strategic management process is highlighted by Grunig et al. (2002: 2) who state that organisations face numerous demands from internal and external stakeholders, and therefore rely on communication experts to interact and build relationships with stakeholders. In order to do this, communication should not be a one-way process (Wright 2001:18) : opportunities for dialogue and feedback have to be created in order to strengthen stakeholder relationships. Therefore, it is evident that two-way symmetrical communication should be applied, which is defined by Grunig et al. (2002:15) as the attempt to align the interest of an organisation with its stakeholders and the utilisation of communication as an essential instrument to manage conflict with stakeholders. Consequently, applying strategic twoway symmetrical communication as a continuous process will assist an organisation in managing and resolving organisational crises.
Integrated Communication (IC) for strategic crisis communication
The importance of communication as a strategic function is inevitable, as communication is the connection between strategy and desirable outcomes (Grates 1995:16) . Furthermore, Grunig et al. (2002:274) similarly argue that "communication professionals need to rise to the occasion and assume a more strategic role. They need to integrate the various marketing and communication support functions." For the purpose of this study, the need for strategic crisis communication will be addressed through the application of IC. IC can be defined as "the strategic management process of organisationally controlling or influencing all messages and encouraging purposeful data-driven dialogue to create and nourish long-term profitable relationships with stakeholders" (Duncan 2002:8; Niemann 2005:30) .
Consequently, the four key IC characteristics indicated in Figure 1 These characteristics are interrelated and it is contended that a stakeholder focus will initiate dialogue between the organisation and its various stakeholders, while a strategic management process implies that the communication process must permeate through the entire organisation, thereby building on the concept of internal and external communication integration.
GRUNIG'S THEORY OF COMMUNICATION EXCELLENCE
Various crisis communication theories have been evaluated for the purpose of this study, including the stakeholder theory (Freeman 1984) , the situational theory of publics (Grunig & Repper 1992) , the chaos theory (Murphy 1996) , the image restoration theory (Benoit 1997 ) and the situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) (Coombs 2004) . Although these theories all focus on establishing effective communication in crisis situations, strategic depth was lacking because of a predominant reactive crisis communication approach. Grunig's (1992:3-28) excellence theory, developed in 1984, was selected for the purpose of the study as it not only facilitates strategic communication, but also underlines the importance of utilising two-way communication to build sustainable relationships with stakeholders, thereby empowering communication as a management function which can facilitate strategic crisis communication through an IC perspective that is stakeholder centric.
Defining the excellence theory
The excellence theory (Grunig 1992) , evolved from the search to determine how public relations should be practiced and the communication function be organised in order to contribute to organisational success and also highlights the monetary value of public relations to the organisation as public relations holds monetary value when it aligns the organisation's goals with the prospects of strategic constituencies (Grunig, Grunig & Ehling 1992:86) . Furthermore, sustainable relationships with strategic constituencies, contribute towards organisational effectiveness if the public relations manager is a member of the dominant coalition (a group of individuals who has the power to set organisational direction) of the organisation where he or she has the ability to shape organisational objectives (Grunig et al. 1992:86) .
Applying the excellence theory to IC and crisis literature Fearn-Banks (1996:11; 2002:15; 2007:54) and Marra (1992:38) recognise the applicability of the excellence theory to crisis communication and management. According to Fearn-Banks (2007:55) , organisations are forced to practice two-way symmetrical communication in crisis situations, although most often organisations engage in asymmetrical, one-way communication practices. Marra (1992:38) argues that sustainable stakeholder relationship building prior to a crisis as a key quality of the excellence theory, will assist the organisation to manage a crisis effectively. The absence of interrelationships creates conflict which significantly increases during crisis situations. Marra (1992:39) therefore maintained that "excellent crisis communication is an organisation's ability to produce or maintain positive or neutral relationships with key publics" and developed four hypotheses in an attempt to develop a crisis public relations model which is in line with the propositions of the excellence theory. These hypotheses higlighted the following ideas: Sustainable stakeholder relationships are necessary to minimise financial, emotional or perceptual damage to the organisation; organisations that employ two-way symmetrical crisis communication will suffer less financial, emotional or perceptual damage; organisations that instil continuous risk communication and create proactive crisis management plans will have stronger stakeholder relationships and, again, will suffer less financial, emotional or perceptual damage and organisations that have communication ideologies that encourage and support proactive crisis management and two-way symmetrical crisis communication will suffer less financial, emotional or perceptual damage. In addition Fearn-Banks (2007:59) stated that an organisation that implements an open and honest policy with stakeholders and the news media, facilitated through two-way communication, will suffer less financial, emotional and perceptual damage than one with a closed policy.
Based on these premises, the predominant characteristics of the excellence theory developed by Grunig (1992:1-28) and further expanded by Grunig et al. (2002:8-18) , are subsequently outlined in Table 1 , with reference to the applicability of each characteristic to crisis literature. As the study aims to address strategic crisis communication through IC, it was also necessary to highlight the link with the excellence theory. The purpose of the following table is therefore to display how the excellence theory encapsulates the key concepts of this study, namely crisis communication and the facilitation of a strategic crisis communication process through IC. By doing so, the table simultaneously illustrates the inter-relationship between IC and excellence theory. Accentuates proactive crisis management through research and environmental scanning to determine the vulnerability and likelihood of the organisation to experience a crisis and ensure early detection and resolution of issues before it results into crises. Research on past crisis experiences can assist the organisation to plan for and manage future difficulties.
IC is strategic in nature, contributing to the strategic thinking processes of the organisation, contributes the early detection of issues and the application of research in order to understand the cause of the problem.
Departmental level

A single or integrated department
To facilitate the strategic management of public relations, to the overall strategic organisational objectives, organisations must implement an IC department for all PR activities, or develop a method to coordinate programmes of various departments.
Emphasises the importance of an integrated crisis communication plan which integrates internal and external messages driven by the strategic objective of the organisation. IC can develop strategic relationships with the media, an integral element of pre-crisis planning.
Integration between PR and marketing communication.
Separate function from marketing
The function should not be integrated with other departments whose core focus is not on communication, therefore, PR should not be a subsidiary to other departments. When communicators have a partnership with the dominant coalition, it is most likely that the crisis strategy suggested by the crisis communicator will be accepted rather than management employing ignorant solutions for crises.
On organisational level, IC proposes CEO/Stakeholder integration implying that the mission of the organisation should be continuously communicated to the lower levels of the organisation and a simultaneous awareness of communication on top management level. The CEO is therefore regarded as the organisational integration initiator.
9. Participative organisational culture A participative rather than an authoritarian organisation culture should be employed which favours innovation and is adaptive to new ideas.
A participative organisational culture is inevitable for effective crisis management, as a sound internal organisational climate and understanding of the crisis will result in effective crisis communication action.
IC proposes that internal and external messages should be integrated in order to avoid fragmented messages be achieved through a sound internal organisational climate facilitated by an organisational culture that pulls employees together as one collective entity to achieve the organisational mission.
Symmetrical internal communication structure
Organisations should practice symmetrical internal communication which supports the participative culture of the organisation through knowledge sharing and cooperation among employees.
A sound internal organisational climate is necessary in order to successfully address a crisis. Two-way communication should be utilised internally in order to keep employees abreast of new developments during a crisis and to sustain the participative culture.
Message fragmentation is avoided through the integration of internal and external messages, which requires a symmetrical internal communication structure.
Organic organisational structure
The traditional mechanistic view of the organisation is replaced with a less bureaucratic, organic structure. Employees have easy access to top management, who welcomes input from staff.
Crisis communicators require easy access to top management in order to ensure the effective execution of the crisis management plan.
As IC plans are in line with the strategic objectives of the organisation, an open door relationship between the IC department and top management is essential. The mechanistic organisational structure will therefore not suffice.
12. The organisation operates in a complex, volatile environment
Modern organisations operate in a volatile environment and have to be flexible in order to survive.
This volatile environment brings about change and uncertainty, which is also characteristic of an organisational crisis. Organisations must employ strategic crisis management plans to effectively manage change and uncertainty brought about by organisational crises.
IC proposes the idea of the renaissance communicator, which is based on the notion that, due to constant environmental changes, there is a need for a different approach to communication in order to instil strategic organisational communication. The IC model proposes environmental integration which implies that the organisation is functioning in an open system which needs to adapt to survive.
THE EVALUATION OF CRISIS MANAGEMENT AND COMMUNICATION PROCESSES
This evaluation focused on categorising selected crisis management and communication processes based on the primary components of a strategic management process. From this viewpoint, it is evident that strategy formulation can be aligned with proactive action, strategy implementation with reactive action, and strategy evaluation as post-action. Consequently, the crisis processes were categorised as either a predominant proactive, reactive, post-crisis management or a process in which all three stages were applied.
Based on an evaluation of various existing models it became evident that most of the processes resembled all three stages, with some processes being predominantly focused on the proactive or reactive crisis management stage. One concern was that none of the processes focused on the postevaluative stage. The processes that were regarded as strategic (thereby applying all three stages) merely exhibited a strategic framework, but lacked strategic depth. The sampling method was purposive with the focus on the top ten financial institutions in South Africa due to the industry's vulnerability to crises and to specifically conduct an interview and focus group discussion with participants that work in the communication departments and are responsible for developing and implementing crisis communication and management plans within the organisation; as well as convenient based on the accessibility and availability of the institutions to participate in the study.
The realised convenient sample was the Absa group's group marketing and corporate affairs department.
Triangulation through an explorative one-on-one interview and focus group was utilised as data collection methods. Firstly, a semi-structured questionnaire was used in the interview with the 
FINDINGS FROM THE CASE STUDY
This section focuses on the general insights obtained from the case study, the key insights obtained from data collection.
General insights
The data collected confirmed the main argument that the financial industry operates in a more sensitive environment in comparison to other industries, as financial institutions manage their clients' money. This is in line with Clark, Thrift and Tickell (2004:294 ) and Squier's (2009) arguments that the modern consumer is also more educated and the media is always nearby to report on organisational negligence, which leaves little room for mistakes. These results, inter alia, highlighted the necessity of sufficient crisis communication processes within a financial environment.
Key insights
Strategic communication
It was argued that the proposed proactive, reactive and post evaluative crisis communication stages represent the planning, implementation and evaluation actions of a strategic management process.
However, the participants did not indicate that strategy has anything to do with planning, implementation or evaluation, but rather a matter of utilising resources optimally in order to maximise return. Furthermore, it was indicated that strategic crisis communication was regarded as a necessity to implement strategy to give advice on the outcomes of business decisions, as opposed to merely implementing top management decisions and serving a technical function. From this it can be argued that the boundary spanning role, as highlighted in the literature, was evident, which means that by having strategic crisis communicators to communicate answers initiated by themselves to the media, consistent and accurate responses will be ensured. It was also found that communicators work closely with stakeholders during a crisis, and that their insights were key determinants on various business decisions during a crisis to advise top management of the necessary actions to be taken during a crisis. Based on this, it can be argued that the focus should be less on the various levels necessary to implement a strategic crisis communication plan, and more on the strategic advisory role that (crisis) communicators play on each level.
The crisis communication process
Although the crisis communication actions in Absa's draft crisis communication plan could be categorised according to the proposed crisis communication stages (although not presented as such), the participants regarded crisis communication as an independent process and not a key element of two-way communication as a matter of course and not as a stakeholder relationship building tool.
Despite this, the participants indicated that Absa has valuable two-way communication tools that are utilised to build relationships between the various business units and the media, such as media roundtables and forums. Furthermore, they said that although sustainable media relationships are essential to ensure sufficient communication during a crisis situation, it depends on the ethics and integrity of the journalist and publication to determine what will be reported on in a crisis.
In the literature review it was argued that two-way crisis communication with the media is the preferred approach, but that it is not always possible due to the confidentiality of information, as the media is not the only stakeholder to consider during a crisis. It was further argued that in order to decrease the risk of false reporting, the organisation's spokesperson should always be available for comments and provide information on the latest developments of the crisis, and to communicate with journalists after a crisis to stipulate what will be done to avoid similar occurrences in future.
The results of the study indicated that in reality one cannot always control what will be reported in a crisis, despite following this relationship building recipe. The focus group participants argued that the core focus in a crisis should not be on two-way communication with all stakeholders, but rather on how to resolve the crisis, although they agreed that the value thereof should be evident at a proactive crisis communication level.
IC variables
It was argued that IC variables neccessary for crisis communication are organisational mission marketing; a combination of internal and external communication; and the utilisation of cross functional departmental expertise. It was also argued that an organic organisational structure to generate a participative internal climate and purposeful interactivity is regarded as ideal, but not essential for crisis communication. Some participants did indicate that an IC department will contribute towards strategic communication practices, but others felt that it will only ensure more structured communication messages during a crisis. It was agreed that the success of IC depends upon the employees' willingness to work together and that two-way communication, a key variable of the excellence theory, was not consciously utilised to build sustainable stakeholder relationships (an IC element), but was regarded as a matter of course.
Excellence theory variables
With regards to excellence theory variables, the participants supported the viewpoint of conducting research proactively and post-evaluatively to a crisis. However, they stated that proactive research will not necessarily assist the organisation to manage (reactive) a crisis more effectively and that post evaluation could assist the organisation to make the necessary adjustments to the crisis plan in order to ensure more sufficient crisis communication in future. A further variable of the excellence theory supported by the participants was access to top management. Some participants argued that in order to make a crisis communication plan strategic it has to be elevated to top management level. However, the predominant viewpoint was that communication should be practiced strategically through communication practitioners that give top management advice on the outcomes of their business decisions. Furthermore, it was also confirmed that all the variables of the excellence theory and IC do not have equal merit on each stage of a crisis as stipulated in the results of the one-on-one questionnaire. Consequently, it is evident that an excellence and IC mindset still need to be instilled within the communication department, and be supported by the organisation as a whole in order to facilitate strategic and efficient crisis communication. It is realised that by institutionalising IC principles within the communication department, the elements necessary to ensure a strategic crisis communication process could be evident.
AN INTEGRATED CRISIS COMMUNICATION FRAMEWORK FOR STRATEGIC CRISIS COMMUNICATION WITH THE MEDIA
In this section, Integrated Crisis Communication (ICC) will be defined followed by a proposal for an Integrated Crisis Communication (ICC) framework, which is developed against the four key insights as discussed in the previous section.
Towards a definition of Integrated Crisis Communication (ICC)
The definition proposed for integrated crisis communication follows on the definition of IC proposed in the literature review and is adapted to address strategic stakeholder relationship building with the media as stakeholder group during a crisis, as follows:
An IC process in which two-way communication is utilised to build sustainable media relationships
which will serve as the platform for purposeful dialogue between the media and the organisation before, during and after a crisis.
The integrated crisis communication framework
Based on the four key insights of this study, an ICC framework to facilitate strategic crisis communication with the media is proposed in Figure 2 . 
LIMITATIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE ICC FRAMEWORK
The main limitation is probably the question of generalisibility as Absa is not an accurate representation of all successful South African financial services providers. However, the scope of qualitative research is limited, and a sample in qualitative research is not meant to be a representation of the population, but rather a generalisation to theory. Regardless of the latter, the purpose of utilising a case study was specifically to compare theory and practice and can serve as a benchmark for future research through the proposal of an integrated crisis communication framework as guideline to instil effective crisis communication with the media.
The main contribution of this study is the promotion of a strategic crisis communication process 
CONCLUSION
This article focused on determining whether crisis communication processes, in theory and in practice, are strategic and contribute towards effective crisis communication with the media. This problem was addressed through exploring existing literature and conducting a case study at Absa bank through a three-fold data collection approach consisting of a case study, focus group and an evaluation of a draft crisis communication plan.
As the study focused on the perspective of the organisation in crises scenarios, future research can explore the viewpoint of the media on how an organisational crisis should be managed. Similarly, the focus could also be on the perspective of any other stakeholder group on a crisis, such as employees. The research proposed an ICC approach; thereby focusing, among others, on the crisis It is concluded that the ICC framework will not only assist in managing and resolving a crisis effectively, but will also ensure sustainable stakeholder relationship building within the organisation as a whole.
